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Abstract
A growing number of scholars have empirically engaged with audience reactions toward
mediated distant suffering, albeit mainly on a small, qualitative scale. By conducting
quantitative research, this study contributes to the knowledge about people’s reactions
toward distant suffering on a greater scale, representative of a Western audience.
Following a critical realist approach, a survey was developed and several independent
constructs were found by doing an exploratory factor analysis which represents
people’s engagement with distant suffering. We also found four clusters based on a
k-means cluster analysis that portrays typical ways of responding to distant suffering.
These clusters have been controlled for people’s background, indicators of age, gender,
education and people’s donation behavior, media use, and news interests.
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Introduction
Throughout scholarly literature questions about people’s reactions toward
mediated distant suﬀering have been raised in diﬀerent manners. For one, moral
questions about how people should, or could react to distant suﬀering have been
essential (Boltanski, 1999; Cohen, 2001; Moeller, 1999; Silverstone, 2007) while
others have focused on text-based accounts about media’s representation of distant
suﬀering and people’s likely responses to these discourses (Chouliaraki, 2006; Yan
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and Bissell, 2015). Over the last few years more research has been done to empir-
ically ascertain how audiences actually respond to images of distant suﬀering (e.g.,
Huiberts and Joye, 2018; Kyriakidou, 2015; Scott, 2015a; Seu, 2010). Due to the
moral and emotional ambiguous nature of people’s reactions toward distant suf-
fering, most of these studies have been performed on a small, qualitative scale
drawing on focus groups, in-depth interviews, diaries, and the likes. Throughout
these empirical reports, new insights have been gained about people’s moral atti-
tude, emotional responses, and ways of coping with distant suﬀering.
Less common, however, has it been to study people’s reaction toward images of
distant suﬀering on a greater scale, that is, by means of quantitative methodology.
To our knowledge, at the time of writing this we found two relevant studies. Von
Engelhardt and Jansz (2014) explored peoples’ moral attitude toward an online video
about Ugandan war lord Joseph Kony, asking people about their perceived moral
responsibility—an issue which will be further discussed in this article. Lindell (2012)
has brieﬂy touched upon (but never actually studied) the subject of mediated distant
suﬀering when he developed a survey about cosmopolitanism and news
consumption.
Therefore, the present study draws on a large-scale survey that was conducted in
2017 in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking Northern part of Belgium. The goal was two-
fold. First, the aim was to develop a more precise instrument to inquire about
people’s thoughts and attitudes toward distant suﬀering which can then be used
by other scholars, for instance, in a cross-national comparative design. A second
objective was to provide empirical evidence to ﬁll the lacuna of knowledge about
people’s engagement with distant suﬀering on a greater scale so we can generalize
and be able to present ﬁndings of people’s reactions which represent the opinions
and attitudes of larger (Western) communities, in our case Flanders.
Studying the audience: A critical realist perspective
Likely, one of the main reasons for the lack of knowledge on a more generalizable
level is the ambiguous nature of the subject of interest and the dominant social
constructivist point of view taken in this ﬁeld of interest (i.e., Kyriakidou, 2015;
Ong, 2015; Scott, 2015a). Indeed, there are ontological and epistemological tensions
between doing quantitative and qualitative research and we need to acknowledge
that qualitative in-depth knowledge is treated very diﬀerently than quantitatively
obtained data gathered from surveys. Whereas the ﬁrst is often informed by a
social constructivist perspective, the latter is mostly (though not always, see also
Huiberts, 2016) associated with positivist perspectives and philosophies. From the
social constructivist perspective, one is not likely able to correctly ‘measure’ moral
responsibility nor will someone ‘count’ peoples’ emotional response. The socially
constructed nature of moral behavior and emotional response is too ambivalent
and dynamic to capture in several questions and statements. Yet, if no research is
conducted on a greater scale, it is and will remain diﬃcult to gain a comprehensive
insight into people’s (re)action toward distant suﬀering. As Ang (1991: 164) noted,
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when there are generalizations, these are ‘necessary violations to the concrete speci-
ﬁcity of all unique micro-situations’. Consequently, the only way to generalize
responses toward mediated distant suﬀering to a greater population is if these com-
plex concepts are reduced to something less speciﬁc, more static, and less detailed,
hence inherently lacking the nuance normally found in qualitative research.
In a previous study (2015), we discussed these tensions between diﬀerent
ontological, epistemological, and methodological perspectives with several
experts in the ﬁeld of mediated distant suﬀering. Based on these expert-inter-
views, we argue that a critical realist perspective as an approach may be most
appropriate to study the audience on a smaller and on a wider scale. The para-
digm of critical realism is ‘seen to integrate the more positivist position of an
objective and external level of empirical analysis while recognizing that meaning
is constructed by, and embedded within, a social and cultural environment, ren-
dering it still plural and to a certain extent unpredictable’ (p. 4329). In other
words, it is recognized that concepts such as moral responsibility and emotional
response are socially and culturally embedded and not necessarily objectively
measurable, but an approximation of these concepts can be used to study social
phenomenon at a greater scale. Most experts who we interviewed agreed that
quantitative and qualitative researches are complementary and very appropriate,
depending on the kind of research questions that are asked (Huiberts, 2016). For
this study we take a critical realist approach, by which we acknowledge the
ambivalent, ambiguous, dynamic, and socially constructed nature of our reality
while also recognizing that some violation of the truth must be done in order to
learn more about people’s reactions toward distant suﬀering on a scale that is
representative of Flanders, Belgium.
The audience and distant suffering: A black box of reactions
The critical realist paradigm is seen to integrate multiple methods to answer
research questions. Following this, and in order to properly develop constructs
for our quantitative survey (i.e., groups of questions that all ask the same question
in a slightly diﬀerent manner), we have looked more closely at earlier, qualitatively
driven research that discussed how people can react to distant suﬀering.
Seu (2010), for one, studied audience responses and described how people neu-
tralize any moral appeals made by an NGO. She found that people can do so by
deconstructing the message itself, by discrediting the messenger (the NGO) as
untrustworthy or by emphasizing the ineﬀectiveness of help through NGOs.
These strategies of denial have been found in other small-scale researches as
well. Scott (2015b), for example, found that charity calls by celebrities are often-
times deconstructed in their eﬀectiveness to help. Regarding our case of Flanders,
an own focus group study (Huiberts and Joye, 2018) conﬁrmed the use of all three
kinds of denial. One example to describe the neutralization of the message consist-
ing a moral appeal was: ‘Well, it’s awful, but I realize that such a video doesn’t
shock me at all. It’s something I’ve seen a thousand times already, you know? It’s
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terrible to say, but you’d really have to see it in real life to be really impressed’
(Huiberts and Joye, 2018: 342).
Another focus group study, done by Kyriakidou (2015) revealed diﬀerent ways
of witnessing distant suﬀering: aﬀective witnessing, ecstatic witnessing, politicized
witnessing, and detached witnessing. For the current study, the aﬀective witnessing
and detached witnessing are particularly noteworthy. The ﬁrst type of witnessing,
aﬀective witnessing, emphasizes people’s ‘emotional reactions to the events on the
screen and their feelings towards the victims’ (Kyriakidou, 2015: 220). An exem-
plary quote she uses to illustrate this is: ‘The image of a girl, [. . . .] I was shocked at
that point, I started crying on the spot!’ (p. 220). She further argues that this kind
of witnessing is often said to be in congruence with utterings of frustrations for
being unable to act upon or to alleviate the suﬀering (Kyriakidou, 2015: 220).
The second type of witnessing relevant for this study is the kind that Kyriakidou
refers to as witnessing ‘the experience of the suﬀering of others as something
remote or ultimately irrelevant to the viewers’ everyday life’ (Kyriakidou, 2015:
226). This kind of witnessing she calls detached witnessing (Kyriakidou, 2015: 226).
Next to categorizing strategies of denial and ways of witnessing distant suﬀering,
a number of studies have explored the wider range of audience responses in con-
tention to possible moral positions. Our previous study (2017) diﬀerentiated
between sympathetic responses and empathetic responses. Two interrelated kinds
of responses that can both lead to a sense of moral responsibility and care, but are
nevertheless diﬀerent in nature. Supported by other research (Ugazio et al., 2014;
von Engelhardt, 2015) as well, our ﬁndings point toward the aﬀective nature of
empathetic responses in contrast to the cognitive or rational nature of sympathetic
responses. Whereas empathy is more about the spectator crawling into the skin of
the victim, thus ‘[to] feel what the suﬀerer feels’ (2017), sympathy is rather about
‘an understanding about the diﬃculties and the needs of the victim’ (2017). Aﬀective
(emotional) and cognitive (rational) reactions are often linked one way or another
with morality although there is ongoing discussion about the relation between
people’s emotional response and/or sense of moral responsibility. Will a lack of
emotional response necessarily imply less moral responsibility and vice versa? From
a social psychological perspective, Haidt (2001: 814) discussed peoples’ moral
motivation and aptly deﬁnes the moral decision process as ‘the emotional dog
and its rational tail’. Haidt (2001: 814) argues that moral judgment is an intui-
tive—emotional—decision which is rationally justiﬁed after the moral decision is
made (p. 814). Loewenstein and Small (2007: 112) also described something similar
when they mention the ‘Scarecrow and the Tin Man’ to identify the dialectic nature
of both cognitive and emotional sentiments in people’s moral decisions. Evidence
about how moral responsibility relates to emotionally driven sentiments is, how-
ever, still inconclusive.
A ﬁnal strand of research in the ﬁeld of audience and distant suﬀering explores
how diﬀerent kinds of media and media interests interfere with the way people
respond to mediated suﬀering. It has been theorized that online social media
such as Facebook can enable a more cosmopolitan or global environment which
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could bring the suﬀering closer to home. Madianou (2013) evaluated the potential of
humanitarian campaigns to eﬀectively work via social network sites but points
toward a communitarian, rather than cosmopolitan online social environment.
Scott (2015a) too cautioned for too optimistic views about social network sites of
other online possibilities to enhance a more cosmopolitan environment. His empir-
ical study, consisting of focus group sessions and diaries, points toward the internet
playing only a marginal role in people’s perspectives toward distant suﬀering. Scott
notes that it is still ‘the nature and acceptability of pre-existing discursive recourses
and how they are deployed by users to justify their media use’ (2015: 637). In other
words, it are still the dominant modes of discourse throughout mainstream media,
both online and via traditional ways, that are more decisive in people’s point of view
towards distant suﬀering. This is in line with our own research (Huiberts, forthcom-
ing) where we found social media to play only a small part in people’s perspective
and reactions to distant suﬀering. While social media are often considered to be an
important news medium and oﬀer ways to react to distant suﬀering far more eﬀect-
ively than broadcast media, this potential appears to be not used to its fullest.
What all of these studies have in common is their qualitative approach as they
provide in-depth accounts of how people can typically react to mediated distant
suﬀering. Denial, aﬀective or detached witnessing, sympathy and empathy, and
diﬀerent kinds of media that are used, are all ways that people have been found
to react and respond to distant suﬀering. It is the objective of the current study to
explore whether this rich and diverse range of audience reactions will also manifest
itself in a quantitative research setting.
Hypotheses and research questions
Based on the earlier empirical studies outlined above, we found several returning
concepts that represent some kind of engagement or nonengagement with the dis-
tant suﬀering. We use the notion of ‘engagement’ as an umbrella term here, cover-
ing all kinds of involvement that people can show toward victims. Drawing on the
earlier empirically obtained qualitative data (cf. Huiberts and Joye, 2018) we devel-
oped several groups of survey questions that represent some kind of (non)engage-
ment with the distant suﬀerer that we asked the public about. To ﬁnd reliable and
independent ‘engagement-constructs’, we then conducted an exploratory factor
analysis (EFA). This statistical analysis technique is developed to ﬁnd more infor-
mation about which questions in a survey are answered in very similar ways, thus
grouping them in such a way that all questions that are most related to each other
are forming one factor, representing one construct while leaving out questions that
are unrelated (Thompson, 2004). Our aim has been to ﬁnd several independent
factors which can represent new constructs of engagement of the audience, follow-
ing our ﬁrst research question:
Research question 1: What kinds of engagement can be found based on earlier quali-
tative research that hold true on a greater scale?
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Earlier ﬁndings of qualitative research have often demonstrated the ambiguous
nature of both moral responsibility and emotional involvement with distant suf-
fering. As discussed, we have previously aimed at delineating this to some extent by
pointing out diﬀerences between sympathetic and empathetic responses. We found
that people had more diﬃculty truly empathizing with victims because of a lack of
experiential overlap which makes it more diﬃcult for people to emotionally feel
for the victim (Huiberts and Joye, 2018: 343). From this and also informed by
earlier social psychological research, we conclude that moral responsibility is
likely to be appointed intuitively and emotionally. Our next question will look
further into this:
Research question 2: How are moral responsibility and emotional response toward
mediated distant suﬀering related with one another?
To answer the above question, we conducted several regression analyses to observe
the relations between emotional reaction and moral responsibility. We also related
these two with the newly found constructs from the ﬁrst research question.
Lastly, earlier research generally points toward typical manners in which people
tend to react to distant suﬀering. However, these typical responses have never been
systematically described or categorized into possible ‘response proﬁles’; proﬁles
that represent one or another typical way that a person can react to distant
suﬀering. Therefore, by conducting a cluster analysis we intent to answer the
following question:
Research question 3: What kind of typical responses toward distant suﬀering are there
and how are these associated with peoples’ demographic background, media use, and
media interests?
Methods and operationalization
In cooperation with iVox, a Belgian market research company, we set up a survey
to gather data about people reacting to distant suﬀering. The survey was conducted
in Flanders (N¼ 450) and consisted of three parts. The ﬁrst part lists some general
demographic questions while the second part inquires about media use and news
interests. The third section started with a video news item that was taken from the
news show of public broadcaster VRT. The video concerns the famine in the ‘Horn
of Africa’, which took place mainly in Yemen, north-east Nigeria, Somalia, and
South Sudan (although these countries are not mentioned by name in the video),
and which was very topical at the moment of the survey in May 2017. The video
item was particularly chosen because of its typical ‘emergent’ characteristics (see
Chouliaraki, 2006), displaying the severity of the drought and famine, portraying
helpless victims, and providing interviews with the local inhabitants and local relief
workers alongside an international call for help by an oﬃcial spokesperson of the
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UN and information about the (Belgian) relief aid organization (‘Consortium
12-12’1) to invite the viewers to donate. After this brief video item, questions
were asked about people’s feelings, thoughts, and attitudes about the video item
and the famine in Africa. As discussed, the questions and statements are informed
by earlier empirical qualitative research. We will now ﬁrst present the results of the
analyses and close the article with an extended discussion of the results as well as
some suggestions for further research.
Results
Research question 1: Different kinds of engagement
During EFA, we found ﬁve new constructs, all representing some kind of
engagement (see Table 1). The ﬁrst, we call ‘connectedness’. All items of this
factor are based on either a physical, a sociocultural, or emotional perception of
being connected with the distant suﬀerer. Looking at earlier research of distant
suﬀering, much has been speculated and theorized based on diﬀerent aspects that
may promote or prompt a more emotional, solidary, caring, or compassionate
response (e.g., Chouliaraki, 2006; Kyriakidou, 2015; Ong, 2015). Distance and
proximity (whether socially or geographically), people’s identity, sense of
responsibility, or an emotional connection have been discussed to a greater or
lesser extent. The survey data show that there is an overall, seemingly more
broadly deﬁned sense of either being very connected, or not connected at all
with the victims which include a sense of physical (dis)connection, sociocultur-
ally, or emotionally.
The second construct is ‘agency’. Seu (2010) already suggested that people have
varying ways of deconstructing aid or relief messages by contending that either the
media are untrustworthy, or there is nothing to be done in the ﬁrst place. During
the analysis, we found that these ways of denial were indeed quite prominent.
Additionally, the data allowed to group these ways of denial with other questions
that pertain to people’s eﬀectiveness to help. The questions in this construct all hint
at people’s opinion about whether or not their help will have any eﬀect. The con-
struct clearly points towards people’s sense of agency. In other words, the question
of whether or not the people can be active and willing agents who are able to
contribute to the relief of the suﬀering.
The third and ﬁfth factors reveal a clear distinction between people attempting to
feel with the suﬀering, thus empathizing (see factor 3) and people’s ability to actu-
ally empathize (see factor 5). Factor 3 is based on a cognitive ability to be aware of
and be understanding about the suﬀering without actually feeling for the suﬀering
(e.g., ‘After seeing these images I try to imagine the kind of suﬀering these victims
go through’) whereas the ﬁfth factor is more emotionally based and requires a
level of experiential overlap (e.g., ‘I have diﬃculty to imagine the severity of
these events happening in Africa during the famine because I have never experi-
enced famine myself’.). Based on these clearly distinctive factors we have decided to
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label the third construct as ‘sympathetic’ response and the ﬁfth construct as the
‘empathetic’ response.
The ﬁnal construct is called ‘priority’ because all statements in this construct
indicate a tendency of people to prioritize events closer to home, or not.
Research question 2: Moral responsibility and emotion
To explore the relation of the diﬀerent forms of engagement on peoples’ sense of
moral responsibility and emotional response to the video, we conducted two regres-
sion analyses. Based on the factor analysis, the mean scores of the items per con-
struct were used for these analyses. In addition, we included three single item
constructs (all ranging from 2 to 2) for further analysis: ‘moral responsibility’
(‘I think I have a moral responsibility to act (either by donating/volunteering/
something else. . .’—mean¼.064, SD¼ 1.078), ‘emotion’ (‘I am emotionally
moved by these images’—mean¼ .367, SD¼ 1.015) and identity (‘I have diﬃculty
identifying with the victims shown on the video’—mean¼.149, SD¼ .905). We
also controlled for gender, age, donation behavior, education, income, and whether
people have children (see Table 2). The regression model representing ‘emotion’
accounts for an adjusted R2 of 0.440 [F(13.360)¼ 21.753, p< .001]. The regression
model representing moral responsibility accounts for an adjusted R2 of 0.616
[F(13.360)¼ 44.531, p< .001].
The diﬀerent models show that age, income, education, and donation behavior
do not signiﬁcantly correspond with people’s score on moral responsibility or emo-
tional response. Having children does have a slight eﬀect on the score of people’s
emotional reaction (b¼ .288, p< .01) as does gender (women score slightly higher
compared to men: b¼ .175, p< .05). In addition, connectedness and people’s
attempt to empathize (sympathy) are strong predictors of people’s emotional
response toward the distant suﬀering (respectively, b¼ .308 , p< .001 and
b¼ .341, p< .001). People who prioritize international events are also weakly asso-
ciated with a more emotional response (b¼ .126, p< .05).
Moral responsibility scores are heavily inﬂuenced by people’s sense of connected-
ness (b¼ .306, p< .001) but having children has no impact on people’s perceived
moral responsibility, neither does gender. Sympathy is only weakly associated
(b¼ .142, p< .01). Interestingly, whereas agency is only (weakly) signiﬁcantly related
to emotional scores (b¼ .156, p< .05), this construct is a strong predictor of people’s
indicated sense of moral responsibility (b¼ .736, p< .001). The model further proves
that while sympathetic scores play a signiﬁcant part in both people’s emotional and
moral responsible scores, people’s empathetic score is of no inﬂuence. Thus, even if
audience members consider themselves to be unsuccessful in truly imagining what the
mediated distant suﬀering is like, this does not necessarily mean that they are not
emotionally or morally involved. Finally, people’s emotional reaction is of no inﬂu-
ence at all on people’s perceived moral responsibility, and vice versa.
To summarize, connectedness is a strong and positively related predictor of
people’s emotional response as well as perceived moral responsibility. In addition,
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emotion is mostly inﬂuenced by having children and people’s sympathetic
responses and women score higher on emotion than men. Moral responsibility
on the other hand is mainly inﬂuenced by people’s perceived agency and the con-
nection of participants with the victims.
Typical responses: A cluster analysis
To explore typical ways of people’s response toward the video, we conducted a
cluster-analysis (k-means) (see Figure 1). We included the newly created constructs
based on the factor analysis (see above) as well as the two single item constructs of
‘moral responsibility’ and ‘emotion’. All of these constructs have a score range
from 2 (highly disengaged) to 2 (highly engaged) where 0 is equal to a neutral
position. We found four clusters that were most appropriate according to the
ANOVA test (p< .000 on all constructs) and were best interpretable. We named
these clusters (1) the moral doubters (N¼ 165, 37%), (2) the highly engaged
Table 2. Summary of results of two OLS regression analyses predicting moral responsibility
and emotion.
Dependent variables
Independent variables Emotion Moral responsibility
Female (1¼ yes) .174 (.087)a .015 (.077)*
Age .002 (.004) .005 (.003)
Children (1¼ children) .288 (.101)** .037 (.090)
Income .002 (.021) .027 (.018)
Education .010 (.030) .027 (.026)
Donation behavior (1¼ donated) .228 (.254) .167 (.088)
Connectedness .308 (.084)*** .306 (.073)***
Agency .156 (.078)* .736 (.057)***
Sympathy .348 (.059)*** .142 (.054)**
Priority .126 (.056)* .084 (.050)
Empathy .047 (.040) .025 (.035)
Emotion – .033 (.046)
Identity .011 (.053) .066 (.046)
Moral responsibility .043 (.060) –
R-square .440 .616
Adj. R-square .420 .603
F (df) 21.753 (13.360) 44.531 (13.360)
N 373 373
aAll scores presented are the unstandardized coefficients with standard error.
*p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001.
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(N¼ 80, 18%), (3) the highly disengaged (N¼ 115, 26%), and (4) the skeptic doubt-
ers (N¼ 84, 19%).
Those who are in the second cluster of ‘the highly engaged’ score high on all
constructs and are especially morally and emotionally involved (both of these con-
structs score more than 1). In addition they sympathize strongly with the victims
and the events and have a strong sense of agency. The highly disengaged on the
other hand are the negative version of this proﬁle: they score low on empathy and
sympathy and score especially low on moral responsibility.
The other two clusters fully display the intrinsic ambivalent nature of people’s
reaction toward images of distant suﬀering. The moral doubters score positive in
their sympathetic responses (where they attempt to imagine the severity of the
events) but, looking at the negative scores for empathy, they utterly fail in their
attempts. Nevertheless, looking at their slightly positive scores on agency and
moral responsibility, these people clearly lean toward a sense of agency and
moral responsibility (hence the term of moral doubters). The last cluster on the
other hand represents respondents who score slightly negative on both agency and
moral responsibility (despite their positive emotional, sympathetic, and empathetic
engagement). This cluster strongly reminds us about the skeptic viewers described
by Seu (2010) where all agency, and hence their moral responsibility, is denied by
being skeptic about the reliability of NGOs and the overall value of donating. We
therefore call them the skeptic doubters.
Differences in clusters
Chi-squares were computed to test diﬀerences between the clusters in demographics
(age, gender, etc.), donation behavior and media use (social media or traditional media
Figure 1. Bar graph of k-means cluster analysis.
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use and diﬀerent news interests, such as ‘foreign news’, ‘domestic news’, ‘entertain-
ment’, . . .). Results are presented in Table 3 and show that there are signiﬁcant dif-
ferences in the clusters based on gender, donation behavior, and news interests. More
speciﬁcally, the third cluster of highly disengaged respondents is comprised of signiﬁ-
cantly more men (61%) than women (39%). As to donating behavior, it was evident
that in all clusters the majority of the groups donated at least once last year but people
in the second cluster who are highly engaged donate signiﬁcantly more (93% of the
cluster, p< .000) compared to the moral doubters (70%), the highly disengaged (60%),
and the skeptic doubters (60%). This conﬁrms our assumption that high engagement
with the victims is associated with donation behavior.
Surprisingly, we found that people in the second, highly engaged, cluster are
signiﬁcantly more interested in foreign news (70% of this cluster) while those who
are labeled as skeptic doubters display signiﬁcantly less interest in foreign news
(40%). Interest in politics also signiﬁcantly mattered: a mere 19% of the skeptic
doubters and 30% of the ﬁrst cluster of moral doubters were interested in politics.
Signiﬁcantly, less compared to the highly engaged, of which 40% were interested in
politics and the highly disengaged where 32% were interested in politics.
Discussion of results
The ﬁrst research question inquired about the kinds of engagement that can be found
in the larger population and was informed by earlier qualitative research. Based on the
conducted survey, we identify ﬁve distinguishable and easily interpretable constructs
Table 3. Cluster numbers, v2 scores, and percentages.
Category (v2)
Cluster 1
Moral
doubters
Cluster 2
Highly
engaged
Cluster 3
Highly
disengaged
Cluster 4
Skeptic
doubters
Gender* (9.699)
1¼ female
0¼male
N¼ 91 (55%)
N¼ 74 (45%)
N¼ 47 (58%)
N¼ 34 (42%)
N¼ 45 (39%)
N¼ 70 (61%)
N¼ 39 (46%)
N¼ 45 (54%)
Donation behavior*** (30.936)
1¼ donated
0¼ not donated
N¼ 120 (73%)
N¼ 45 (27%)
N¼ 74 (93%)
N¼ 6 (7%)
N¼ 69 (60%)
N¼ 46 (40%)
N¼ 49 (58%)
N¼ 35 (42%)
Foreign news*** (20.776)
1¼ interested
0¼ not interested
N¼ 68 (41%)
N¼ 97 (59%)
N¼ 56 (69%)
N¼ 25 (31%)
N¼ 60 (52%)
N¼ 55 (48%)
N¼ 33 (39%)
N¼ 51 (61%)
Political news* (9.730)
1¼ interested
0¼ not interested
N¼ 44 (27%)
N¼ 121 (73%)
N¼ 32 (40%)
N¼ 48 (60%)
N¼ 37 (32%)
N¼ 78 (68%)
N¼ 16 (19%)
N¼ 68 (81%)
*p< .05.
***p< .001.
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representing some kind of engagement with the distant suﬀering: connectedness,
agency, sympathy, priority, and empathy. By retrieving these more broadly deﬁned
constructs we have been able to present people’s ways of engagement beyond only
being emotionally moved or perceived moral responsibility. Indeed, further analysis of
this study acknowledges the diverse and less straightforward ways by which these
forms of engagement relate to each other as well as to emotional scores and moral
responsibility. Some of these forms of engagement are clearly in line with earlier
ﬁndings from focus groups. Forms of denial, as described by Seu (2010), were also
found in this study although they appeared in a more broadly deﬁned construct of
‘agency’. Other recurring themes we found was the clear diﬀerence between empathetic
and sympathetic responses.
Based on the regression analyses, we conducted there was evidence that moral
responsibility and emotional attitudes are unrelated. Rather unexpectedly, people’s
sympathetic attempts, that is, the attempt to empathize (whether or not success-
fully), to image the suﬀering are strongly linked with a high emotional score. In
addition, sympathetic attempts were strongly related with peoples’ perceived moral
responsibility. Based on our previous focus groups study, we believed that a lack of
overlapping experience may inﬂuence people’s level of engaging with the victims.
Based on this study, however, we can now qualify this by stating that despite a lack
of experiential overlap, people can still be emotionally and morally involved, albeit
more cognitively (i.e., by attempting to understand, rather than feel the suﬀering).
By doing a cluster analysis, we aimed to answer our third research question:
‘what kind of typical responses toward distant suﬀering are there and how are they
associated with demographic background and media use?’. The cluster analysis led
to at least four distinguishable ‘response proﬁles’ to mediated distant suﬀering.
Two very distinguishable clusters were that of the highly engaged and highly dis-
engaged audience members. A quarter (26%) of the audience was found to be part
of the highly disengaged while about 20% was part of the highly engaged group.
The latter is a group that seems to be unequivocally morally and emotionally
engaged with the victims. The majority of the audience belonged to the other
two clusters who we have identiﬁed as the doubters.
These doubting proﬁles express the less than straightforward ways that most
people respond toward distant suﬀering. People in these clusters are less inclined
to have a strong opinion, hence the doubt, and very much lean to either one
(moral responsible) or another (skeptic) way. We suspect that people in these two
clusters may very well easily change from one ‘doubt-cluster’ to another, but the
data is not clear on this. Nonetheless, both groups of doubters are representative
of the inherently ambivalent and unpredictable behavior of any audience and
more generally of bystanders who are in (moral) doubt over what to do in the
face of (distant) suﬀering. Discussions about the bystanders’ status and dispos-
itions cross disciplines, such as social psychology, sociology, and cultural
anthropology (i.e., Latane´ and Darley, 1970; Staub, 1993; Levine and
Thompson, 2004) and can be taken into account in future analyses of doubting
audiences in the face of distant suﬀering.
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After checking for diﬀerences among the clusters, we did ﬁnd some compo-
nents that are signiﬁcantly diﬀerent. For one, there is a strong gendered bias in
people’s engagement, where we ﬁnd that women are more often part of the highly
engaged group than men. We did not ﬁnd this gendered bias as prominent in the
regression analysis although there was some (weak) gendered bias there too
(namely in men’s and women’s sense of moral responsibility). An entirely new,
but signiﬁcant factor that we explored during this study is that people’s news
interest is of signiﬁcance in their engagement with distant suﬀering. Those who
have a stronger opinion, thus who are part of the highly disengaged or highly
engaged groups of people were more interested in foreign news and political news.
Less surprisingly, we found that donation behavior is signiﬁcantly diﬀerent
among the clusters, where those who are highly engaged donate far more often
than those who are highly disengaged.
Conclusion
There were two aims of this study. First, to ﬁnd a reliable way of measuring
people’s engagement with distant suﬀering on a greater scale, and second, to collect
empirical data on a greater scale about the Western audience vis-a`-vis mediated
distant suﬀering.
The study has been able to show that there are multiple ways to engage with the
victims. It has also been demonstrated that emotional and moral responses to
victims are signiﬁcantly dependent on people’s sense of connectedness and their
sympathetic responses. Furthermore, we identiﬁed four clusters representing dif-
ferent ways in which the audience responds to mediated distant suﬀering.
Interestingly, a signiﬁcant part of the audience, about 20%, was part of a highly
engaged group. While much research on audience engagement in relation to distant
suﬀering is focused on the unengaged audience, future research may beneﬁt from
also focusing on the audience that already is—or at least seems to be—engaged
with the victims. Even if part of the answers from this group may be based on
politically correctness, it would nonetheless be interesting for both academics as
well as NGOs to gain a better understanding of those who are so unequivocally
emotionally and morally engaged. Once we know how they relate to and engage
with far-away victims, we may learn more on how we can facilitate such disposition
among those who have trouble doing so.
The ﬁndings of this survey are, however, not exhaustive. Rather, the results are a
gross and statistical representation of a far more complicated, nuanced, and
dynamic way of responding to distant suﬀering. The identiﬁed constructs do not
fully represent what they measure and more qualitative research is necessary to
further develop these concepts. For instance, complex concepts such as ‘identity’
and ‘moral responsibility’ have been asked about by a single item construct and
thus require more development and conceptual reﬁnement in order to fully capture
their essence. In addition, while a distinction between emotional and cognitive
processes is helpful for this study and, more generally for studying the audience
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at large, these processes are interlinked and less distinctive in practice, revealing a
complex relationship between cognition and emotion. Therefore, it should be
acknowledged that the dichotomous distinction between empathetic (emotional)
and sympathetic (cognitive or rational) psychological processes is still subject of
much discussion and research (see also Halpern and Weinstein, 2004; Huiberts,
2018; Seu and Orgad, 2017).
Still, although this is only an approximate or rather indirect way of conducting
research into audience responses, it has enabled us to draw conclusions about the
audience that is representative of a Flemish audience. Information gained from this
study can be used for further research to clarify, qualify, as well as problematize
and scrutinize the current ﬁndings. We suggest that further research could beneﬁt
the ongoing conceptualization of people’s perceived connectedness with the victim.
Another point of interest that is perhaps grossly neglected in earlier research and
ought to be studied more extensively is the gendered bias that we found. Ho¨ijer
(2004) already found diﬀerences between men and women in their response toward
distant suﬀering. Possibilities for more in-depth research are one way this can be
further qualiﬁed and reﬁned, but we also see potential for experimental research to
gain more insight in this. A third possibility for further research is to repeat this
kind of survey on a far wider scale which can enable comparisons between social
groups (e.g., diﬀerent countries). A last suggestion is to further expand this survey
to incorporate more politically loaded questions. The current study has limited
itself to distant suﬀering presented as caused by natural circumstances. We believe
that politically induced suﬀering (e.g., suﬀering caused by conﬂict, terrorism, and
war) may trigger diﬀerent audience responses in addition to manifest expressions of
empathy and sympathy for the distant suﬀering.
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Note
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